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JRNL 170 (1) Writing the News
Spring 2022
Instructor: Professor Dennis Swibold
Email: dennis.swibold@umontana.edu
Office: DAH 432
Office phone: 406-243-2230
Class meetings: MW, 2-3:20 a.m., DAH 316
Office hours: 2 to 4 p.m. TR or by appointment.
Holidays: We will not meet on Jan. 17, Feb. 21 and on March 21 and 23 (spring break). Unless otherwise
notified, you’re expected to attend every scheduled every class session in person and mark you own
attendance. The last day of this class is May 4.

Introduction
Journalistic writing emphasizes accuracy, clarity and an economy of words. It is active in voice and vivid
in detail. The best of it sounds conversational but is always grounded in precise information, good
grammar and impeccable style. Its conventions are rooted in how audiences absorb news they read, see
or hear.
Successful students will learn the fundamentals of news writing in several basic formats and how they
differ. We’ll write news, features, captions and headlines. We’ll sharpen your news judgment and show
you how to shape facts into stories that connect with audiences. We’ll learn and practice the handling of
quotations and expand what you may know about grammar and punctuation. We’ll learn basic
Associated Press Style (ages are always written with numerals). Successful students will eventually
wince at misspelled signs, menus and ungrammatical instructions.

Spring ’22 Covid-19 protocols
Students must wear masks at all times in the classroom. That’s university policy. You’ll also be assigned
seats. Please make sure there’s one seat between you and the next student. Be respectful of each other.
Students who think they may have contracted the coronavirus should contact the Curry Health Center
for testing. They must notify me as soon as possible of any test results or quarantine requirements and
confirm those with a note from Curry or their physician.

Course Outcomes
By the end of this course, successful students will have:
•

Sharpened their news judgment.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Honed their grammar, usage and punctuation skills.
Explored the essential of AP style and learned to use the AP Stylebook as a resource.
Written news stories in online and audio formats.
Developed an ear for good quotations and learned to use them effectively.
Written captions that went beyond the obvious.
Crafted headlines that reflected the essence and tone of news stories.
Demonstrated a basic understanding of professional ethics.

How to Succeed
We’ll gauge your progress through frequent exercises, assignments and quizzes on the news and points
of grammar and style. Almost every class will feature a quiz or exercise, which means you need to be
come to class to keep up.
It also means you need to follow the news and examine how it’s written. Be prepared to discuss what’s
happening globally and locally. Start consuming news sources, including the Missoulian, Montana
Kaimin, Montana Public Radio, The Montana Free Press, local television stations and
national/international news organizations like The New York Times, the Washington Post, BBC, CNN.
Follow credible journalists on social media.
If you’re having trouble, don’t hesitate to see me outside class. Don’t hesitate.

How We’ll Work
Most of the information you’ll need can be found on the course Moodle site. Under each topic heading,
you’ll find links and documents to supplement what we talk about in class. Check them out and bring
questions to class. Journalists aren’t shy about discussing things, so I expect you to join the
conversation. This is art, not science.
Moodle is also where you’ll submit most of your work. It also tracks your grades and monitors how well
you meet deadlines. When you submit a writing assignment via Moodle, DO NOT SUBMIT PDFs. Word
documents (doc. or docx. files) are preferred. Most word processors (from Pages to Google Docs) allow
you to save and export documents as Word files. Don’t know how? Google it. You’ll find lots of help.

Attendance Requirements
We’ll build skills cumulatively, so don’t get out of step. Treat the course like an internship or job. Attend
every class. Being late to class is being late to work. You won’t be allowed to make up the work you miss
due to an unexcused absence, and you can’t get an unexcused absence without permission from me
beforehand. Missing class will harm your grade.

Building Access
If you want after-hours access to Don Anderson Hall, please complete and submit the after-hours access
form by the end of next week. Complete only one request form per semester. Be sure to list all courses
you are taking. Codes will remain active until the final day of the semester.

Texts
“The Associated Press Guide to News Writing,” paperback. This is an inexpensive but required textbook
to supplement class discussions and Moodle handouts. (It’s the one pros use.) It may explain things that
don’t make sense in class discussion. You can buy it online as a textbook or e-book, or you can rent the
e-book for the semester. (I have many other textbooks I’ll lend you if you need more help.)
You’ll also find the Associated Press Stylebook useful. When you are logged into a university computer
on campus, you can access the online version. But if you are serious about doing journalism or
communication work, you’d be smart buy a hard copy for about $20, or an online subscription at
http://www.apstylebook.com/. You can also follow AP style on Instagram.

Grading
•
•
•

Participation, attendance: 30%
Writing assignments and quizzes: 60 %
Final assessment: 10 %

Quizzes will be Grades are based on a 100-% scale as listed. Letter grades are not used for individual
assignments, although the final grade (per requirement) is given as a letter grade. My plus/minus system
for final grades makes the following distinctions:
A: 93-100 %
A-: 90-92 %
B+: 87-89 %
B: 83-86 %
B-: 80-82 %
C+: 77-79 %
C: 73-76 %
C-: 70-72 %
D+: 67-69 %
D: 63-66 %
D-: 60-62 %
F: Below 60 %
Key point: Any story you fail to do by the deadline will receive a zero, and one or two of them can wreck
an average. So, do all of the assignments.

Other grading notes:
A 70 or C- is the minimum passing grade for journalism classes. You will not receive credit toward the
requirements of a journalism degree if you earn lower than 70/C- in this course.
Missed deadlines aren’t an option in this class or in journalism. Expect to receive a zero on any
assignment you fail to hand in by the deadline. Your course grade can’t survive many zeroes.

Academic honesty
Academic misconduct is subject to an academic penalty by the course instructor and/or a
disciplinary sanction by the University. All students need to be familiar with the Student Conduct
Code.

Accommodations for students with disabilities
This course is accessible to otherwise qualified students with disabilities. To request reasonable
modifications in coursework or exams, please talk to me during the first week of classes. Disability
Services for Students may assist the instructor and student in the accommodation process. For more
information, visit the Office for Disability Equity at https://www.umt.edu/disability/

Electronic devices
Unless otherwise advised, keep your phones, tablets and computers out of sight. Active participation
requires your attention to the topic at hand. You may think you can multi-task, but few people do it well.

Course Schedule (subject to change)
Week 1 (Jan. 19): Course introduction to news writing and style (Edit sentences.)
Week 2 (Jan. 24, 26): Basic news articles and ledes (Write first ledes)
Week 3 (Jan. 31, Feb. 2): The rest of the article: transitions, quotations, kickers
Week 4 (Feb. 7, 9): Dialing in punctuation, grammar and style (presentations)
Week 5 (Feb. 14, 16): Putting it together in an ongoing story.
Week 6 (Feb. 23): First assessment
Week 7 (Feb. 28, March 2): Writing feature stories
Week 8 (March 7, 9): First features (in class interviews)
Week 9 (March 14, 16): First features critique
Week 10 (March 21, 23): SPRING BREAK

Week 11 (March 28, 30): Event coverage (diversity assignment)
Week 12 (April 4,6): Writing basic radio stories
Week 13 (April 11, 13): Writing radio packages
Week 14 (April 18, 20): Writing captions
Week 15 (April 25, 27): Review for final assessment
Week 16 (May 2, 4): Final assessment, final class

